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P R O F I L E S
In the 20th century, great strides were made in the fight for gender equality, with women gaining more recognition in the workplace and doing equally well as, if not better than, their male counter-
parts in some fields. Increasingly, women joined the workforce doing 
jobs that were previously reserved for men. 
Led in recent years by the efforts of nongovernmental organizations 
such as Mines Advisory Group and Norwegian People’s Aid, the field of 
demining—which in the past was considered a man’s realm—has come 
to accept the recruitment of women. Even though demining is danger-
ous, there are advocates for women to be involved in clearing minefields. 
At a lecture titled “Ladies first—why the UXO sector should employ 
more women,” Lou McGrath, CEO of 
MAG said, “Employing more women 
as part of the UXO clearance process 
would benefit communities.”1 
In February 2005, the United Na-
tions published Gender Guidelines for 
Mine Action Programmes,2 encourag-
ing the involvement of females in all 
sectors of mine action. It states that 
employment announcements should 
be open to all genders, gender-specific 
needs (such as providing childcare) should be accomodated and require-
ments for employment that preclude females from applying for positions 
should be avoided.2
Norwegian People’s Aid led the way to recruiting female demin-
ers. In 1999, NPA fielded the first female demining team in Kosovo. The 
success of the NPA team opened the door for other demining nongov-
ernmental organizations to establish female demining teams as well. 
Currently, female demining teams are working with different organiza-
tions in places like Cambodia, Jordan, Lebanon, Somaliland and Sudan. 
Female demining teams have become acceptable in many cultures, and 
numerous demining teams are now integrated. 
Success of Female Demining Teams
Most of the women working as deminers do so primarily for finan-
cial reasons. Due to the death or unemployment of their husbands, 
many women in war-affected areas have become the breadwinners for 
their families. Even though there are dangers involved, women choose 
this profession because they are able to support their families with the 
significantly higher income earned working as deminers. 
In addition to the financial motivation, the women work for humani-
tarian reasons. Opani Mary, leader of the only female demining team in 
Sudan, says, “We have to work hard to develop our country, even if it is 
hard. We have to clear for my children and for others.”3 These women not 
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Over the past few years, demining has evolved from being a man’s occupation to a unisex occupation. In 
many countries, females now work alongside males to clear mine-affected areas, removing landmines and 
unexploded ordnance at about the same rate as their male counterparts. 
only have the passion to make a difference in people’s lives through dem-
ining, but they also know the areas where landmines are located and are 
able to warn their children. In addition, women deminers have gained re-
spect by working as deminers; this is empowering to them and to others. 
In her article, “Women and Cluster Munitions,” Katherine Harrison 
writes, “According to the Swiss Campaign to Ban Landmine’s Report, 
The Hidden Impact of Landmines, women often make ‘better deminers’ 
as they may isolate different priority areas for clearance, identify con-
taminated areas more accurately and with less exaggeration, and seem 
to be ‘more egalitarian’ participants in demining teams. There are no 
‘Rambos’ among women deminers.” 4 
The female deminers go through 
the same hiring process as their male 
counterparts. The women must pass 
a medical exam as well as undergo 
training lasting about four weeks. 
Also, research shows that a team of 
both males and females tends to pro-
duce high success and fewer injuries.4 
Experts in the field of demining have 
recommended including more females 
in mine clearance not just for equali-
ty, but also because female deminers excel at their jobs. It is therefore not 
surprising that international organizations support using women for de-
mining as reflected by an increasing number being recruited and trained 
to work in that field. 
Although men generally tend to be physically stronger than women, 
female deminers do an equally good job as their male counterparts. Fe-
males also have been found to approach the minefields with more caution 
and patience than their male colleagues.5 
Overview of Organizations 
International organizations involved in landmines are recruiting 
women who range from about 19 years to 50 years in age. Below are some 
of the organizations using female and integrated demining teams. 
The HALO Trust. In August 2007, HALO recruited its first female 
deminers in Somaliland. The team consisted of seven members; in 
October 2007, an additional four female paramedic deminers were hired. 
Employing female deminers is part of HALO’s effort to achieve equal op-
portunities for both males and females. The seven-member female team 
works as part of a 37-member manual mine-clearance team. In addition 
to the seven-member female team, there are two female medics work-
ing with a mechanical mine-clearance team. Recruiting more female 
deminers is dependent on donor contributions to expand the current 
section. Research on mine clearance when the full excavation method 
was used to clear mines revealed that the dif-
ference between the female and male demining 
teams was insignificant.5 While the male de-
miners cleared 4.1 square meters (44.1 square 
feet) per day, the female deminers cleared 4.5 
square meters (48.4 square feet) per day.6 
In October 2008, HALO–Somaliland con-
ducted training on operating Minelab metal 
detectors for mine clearance to all female de-
miners. After receiving training and success-
fully passing the exams, all HALO–Somaliland 
female deminers were promoted to detector op-
erators and now work equally, side by side with 
their male colleagues.
Mines Advisory Group. In June 2004, 
MAG recruited Cambodia’s first female dem-
ining team of 15. Recruiting all-female demin-
ing teams is part of MAG’s equal-opportunity 
policy. According to Diderik van Halsema, 
“MAG notably commends itself on not dis-
criminating against gender or disability in 
the [humanitarian mine action] sector—so it 
should be noted that both women and men ben-
efit from the improved socioeconomic opportu-
nities created by mine and UXO removal.”7 
The team is involved in demining as well 
as mine-risk education. According to Lou 
McGrath, “Landmines impact all members 
of the community—male and female alike. It 
only makes sense that both should have the 
opportunity to be a part of the solution.”8 
MAG currently has two all-female teams in 
Cambodia. Also, there are a total of 160 fe-
male deminers who work as part of all-female 
teams or integrated teams in Cambodia, mak-
ing up more than 30 percent of MAG’s work-
force in that country.9 
In 2006,  MAG recruited two all-female teams 
in Lao PDR. In March 2006, an all-female team 
was recruited in Xieng Khouang, and in June of 
the same year, the other team was recruited in 
Khammouane. Females make up 33 percent of 
MAG’s workforce in Lao PDR.10  There are inte-
grated teams in addition to the female teams. 
In June 2008, Vilaphanh Soukvilay of the all-
female team in Khammouane became the sec-
ond female in Lao PDR to successfully pass a 
team-leader training course. 
Norwegian People’s Aid. Since 1999, NPA has 
employed female deminers in Kosovo, Lebanon, Sri 
Lanka, Sudan and most recently, Jordan.
The Sudan program has achieved a 25-
percent female staffing ratio across the pro-
gram—including two out of eight manual 
demining teams. During 2007 and 2008, the fe-
male teams worked at Mile 38 in Juba County—
one of the most heavily contaminated areas in 
South Sudan. 
A total of 205 anti-personnel mines and 96 
anti-tank mines have been removed by the fe-
male team from roads linking Uganda to the 
city of Juba.3 Lado Victor from NPA states that 
“women learn demining techniques as quickly 
as men but follow procedures more vigorously. 
The only complication to using female demin-
ers is pregnancy.”3 To counter this, there are 
additional female deminers within the pro-
gram to allow for maternity leave.
Employing female deminers is part of 
NPA’s commitment to gender equality and 
gender mainstreaming. NPA has no plans to 
recruit more female teams because there is no 
need to recruit more demining teams current-
ly. In Sudan, the female teams work alongside 
the male teams.11 
Swedish Rescue Services Agency. In 2007, 
SRSA recruited an all-female demining team 
in Lebanon, which was later integrated. Cur-
rently, SRSA has eight female battle-area 
clearance searchers working as part of three 
integrated teams in Lebanon. SRSA strives to 
have equal representation of both genders in 
their workforce. According to the SRSA Op-
erations Manager in Lebanon, Aldo Alderson, 
when a female resigns, SRSA seeks to employ 
another female to fill the vacancy.12 
A Step Toward Equality
HALO, MAG, NPA and SRSA are not 
the only organizations recruiting female de-
miners; others have had success with female 
deminers as well. Female deminers are as 
effective as their male counterparts, if not 
better. So Tonh, Supervisor of Mine Action 
Team 3 in Cambodia, says, “I used to be the 
supervisor of a mixed team, and although 
men may appear stronger than women, in 
reality the female team can achieve simi-
lar productivity.”7 Recruiting female demin-
ers is a step toward achieving equality in the 
field of mine action. 
See Endnotes, page 113
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…research shows that a team 
of both males and females 
tend to produce high success 
and fewer injuries.
…both women and men benefit from the 
improved socioeconomic opportunities 
created by mine and UXO removal.
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